This paper outlines the key features of an international research project consisting of parallel surveys of MNCs and employment practice in four countries: Canada, Ireland, Spain and the UK. The surveys are the most comprehensive investigations of the employment practices in MNCs in their respective countries. In setting up the comparative analysis of these data, the paper has four objectives. First, we explore the processes of integration and differentiation in MNCs, how these frame the interactions between MNCs and nation states and the impact on employment practice. Second, we chart the importance of foreign direct investment (FDI) and the systems of industrial relations in the four countries in question. Third, we outline the key elements of the research design and chart the process of collecting data. Fourth, we provide a summary of some of the key findings in relation to patterns of integration and differentiation.
Introduction
Multinational companies (MNCs) are central actors in the international economy. There are 82,000 MNCs in the world, controlling 810,000 foreign affiliates, accounting for around a third of total world trade, employing approximately 80 million people outside their home bases (United Nations 2010). MNCs are sometimes seen as 'an emerging global class of organizations' with the potential to 'form their own intra-organizational field' (Kostova et al. 2008:996) leading to them having major effects on employment practices in the host environments (Edwards and Walsh 2009) . In summarizing the findings and implications of comparative research in call centres, Batt et al. (2009:474) argue that MNCs have a marked impact on the direction of change in national systems of employment relations and call for fresh research into MNCs to study how they 'operate similarly or differently'.
Yet our understanding of how MNCs operate has many gaps, which arise from both empirical and conceptual shortcomings. Concerning the former, while the way that MNCs develop HR policies for their operations across countries has been extensively studied, previous surveys of MNCs are either partial in coverage (for example, because they are confined to certain sectors or particular countries of origin) or there are major doubts concerning their representativeness . Moreover, closely coordinated surveys of MNCs in different countries are rare. Case study research has been revealing concerning how MNCs operate but has tended to focus on certain types of MNCs, especially large, US-based firms (Collinson and Rugman
2005).
The conceptual shortcomings stem from the way in which research into MNCs and employment relations has been dominated by the issue of the 'global-local' tension in management practice; this tension is commonly seen as a universal one with which all MNCs must grapple (Edwards and Kuruvilla 2005) . In this paper, and in the wider research project, we go beyond this approach by addressing the various ways in which MNCs simultaneously integrate across national employment systems and differentiate between them as they select from a complex range of options. A similar constraining dualism has characterized the related convergencedivergence debate (Katz and Darbishire, 2000) . As Giles (2000:186) puts it: 'the usual way of framing the convergence / divergence debate -opposing convergence and divergence as if they were independent forces, the former consisting of technology, markets and multinational practices, the latter of cultures and institutions -is not especially helpful'. For us, globalization promotes both closer integration of the operations of MNCs across countries and more elaborate differentiation between countries, while the interactions between the strategies of MNCs and national institutional influences are becoming increasingly complex.
The research is the product of an international network of academics conducting parallel surveys of MNCs and employment practice in four countries: Canada, Ireland, Spain and the UK. 1 The surveys are the most comprehensive investigations of the employment practices in MNCs in their respective countries. Each documents the variety of employment practices among MNCs and explores the level at which decisions on such issues are determined, how practices are transferred across borders, and how policies are monitored and enforced. To date, the survey data have been analysed independently at national level. 2 The creation of an international dataset from the closely co-ordinated national surveys provides an unprecedented opportunity for cross-national, comparative analysis of multinationals and employment practice.
This opening paper has four objectives. First, we explore the processes of integration and differentiation in MNCs by examining how MNCs are simultaneously building strong linkages between their operations across borders, adapting to local circumstances in some respects and exploiting the differences between countries by differentiating the functions and approach to managing workers. Second, we explain the choice of the four countries in the light of the importance of foreign direct investment (FDI) and the similarities and differences between the countries. Third, we outline the key elements of the research design, chart the process of collecting data and consider the extent of the comparability between the parallel surveys. Fourth, we provide a summary of some of the key findings in relation to patterns of integration and differentiation.
Integration, Differentiation and the Interactions between MNCs and National Systems of Employment
Studies across several decades show how national institutions shape employment practices resulting in persistent national diversity (e.g. Dore 1973) . Recently, scholars have adopted the 'varieties of capitalism' (VoC) perspective in which the institutional embeddedness of economic activity, and the 'complementary' nature of institutions within countries, create enduring national differences in management practices even in an age of globalization (Hall and Soskice 2001) . Many studies have shown that most MNCs retain strong links with their (distinctive) home business system, leading to a 'country of origin effect ' (e.g. Ferner 1997 ).
However, some observers have found evidence of convergence towards 'dominant' practices; at any one time there is a hierarchy of nation states according to perceptions of their performance, with the dominant nationcommonly the US, though in the 1980s and 1990s it was Japan -serving as the basis for practices that other firms emulate (Smith and Meiksins 1995; Pudelko and Harzing 2007) . Thus this literature has identified distinct sources of a transnational dimension to employment practice; national institutions on the one hand, notions of 'dominant' practice on the other. A second debate concerning national diversity and MNCs is the extent to which they are constrained by host institutions. While some argue that 'adherence to local practices is the dominant influence' on MNCs' employment practice (Rosenzweig and Nohria 1994:250) , others emphasize the malleability of host systems (Kostova et al. 2008) .
A different research stream charts the increasingly globalized nature of international production and service provision. Incorporating the 'new international division of labour' (Frobel et al. 1980 ) and more recent work concerning 'global value chains' (Gereffi et al. 2005) and 'global production networks' (Coe et al. 2008) , this literature shows how firms exploit differences between countries, breaking up the production process by locating distinct activities in different countries. This approach emphasizes the opportunities, rather than the constraints, for MNCs in operating in different institutional contexts.. We see the integration of production and the way that MNCs differentiate between host systems not as opposites but rather as inter-dependent. The VoC and global production network approaches each capture an element of what national diversity in a globalized era means for MNCs but do not provide a robust framework for the task at hand. Therefore, the concepts of integration and differentiation need to be refined. Doz et al. (1981) equated integration with 'global competitive pressures' and differentiation with 'host country demands'.
Subsequent work showed how MNCs strike the balance differently across their product divisions (Bartlett and Ghoshal 1998) . Some functions are more globally integrated than others, and even within functions some tasks are more globally integrated than others (ibid.). Moreover, employees at lower levels within the corporate hierarchy are more likely to be subject to differentiation than those at higher levels (Rosenzweig 2006 ). Yet there is a common assumption of a tension between global integration and local differentiation (e.g. Schuler et al. 1993; De Cieri and Dowling 2006) . As Stahl and Bjorkman (2006:5-6 ) put it: 'One particularly important duality that global organizations must manage and that has major implications for [international HRM] policies and practices is that of centralization (global integration) versus decentralization (local responsiveness)'.
It is this dualism, in which the labels of integration and differentiation are used interchangeably with global and local and centralization and decentralization, that we seek to challenge. There are global elements to how MNCs manage their international workforces, including the standardization of practices and routines across borders, and there are also local elements, such as the adaptation of practices to national context. However, while these are sometimes in tension, they are not always opposites; rather, they are interdependent, nonorthogonal, and can take many forms. In order to explore this we consider the role of MNCs in both integrating across, and differentiating between, national employment systems and how this frames the interactions between MNCs and nation states.
Integration stems from the ways in which MNCs build linkages between their international operations (Dicken 2011) . Drawing on Boxall and Purcell (2011) , we see integration as occurring at multiple levels within the multinational firm. At the 'upstream' level, 'first-order' issues are the strategy of the firm and how it is configured, including the extent to which the functions of operations in different countries are similar or different and the ways in which business activities are inter-linked across countries. 'Second-order' matters relate to internal operating structures, including forms of international management organization. Further downstream, 'third-order' issues concern how functions such as HR are organized at the international level and include any transnational dimension to MNC employment practice, both formal and informal.
Concerning first-order issues, MNCs can derive synergies from integrating their operations internationally in two main ways. Some MNCs are configured through segmentation, with local operations having distinct roles, reflecting the advantages of the host, such as low-cost labour, or the availability of specialist skills. National operations supply others, are supplied by others, or both, resulting in the MNC being linked through 'chains' or 'webs', creating synergies from vertical integration. Each national subsidiary is a distinct segment of an interdependent production process. Such international integration operates not only in manufacturing but also increasingly in services, for example call centers, transcription of medical records, and formatting in publishing.
Other MNCs are configured through replication whereby local operations perform similar functions to each other, have comparable technologies and occupational profiles and serve a local market (Ivarsson and Alvstam 2005) , creating synergies from horizontal integration (Gupta and Govindarajan 1991) . In this scenario, the roles of national operations are similar and the multinational expands by replicating what it does in other countries. While segmentation may be becoming more feasible, in some sectors there remain significant pressures towards having a local operation to serve a local market. These pressures include, for example, the perishable nature of some food products and the immediacy of the relationship between firm and consumer in sectors like hospitality. Some MNCs are not configured to realize synergies from international integration, pursuing instead 'financial economies' (Hill and Hoskisson 1987) through the operation of an internal capital market amongst autonomous businesses that have no operational inter-linkages. This strategy was quite common historically amongst British MNCs, many of which were highly diversified. Their rationale was that the hierarchy of the firm enjoyed information advantages over the financial markets and so was a more efficient mechanism for allocating capital across diverse businesses. While such firms appear to have declined in number, it is unlikely that this modus operandi has disappeared altogether.
The first-order issue of configuration may be linked to the second-order issue of corporate structure. Clearly, those firms that pursue financial economies are less likely to set up influential international structures across their operations. Conversely, firms pursuing integration strategies are likely to have international structures to provide organizational channels for implementing such strategies.
We might also explore the association between the first-and second-order issues on the one hand and the third-order structuring of employment practice transnationally on the other (Edwards 2011; Marginson and Meardi 2010) . The latter may embrace formal structures such as international policy-making bodies (Tregaskis et al. 2005) or European Works Councils (Marginson et al. 2004 ) and informal channels of socialization and forms of networking (Frost and Zhou, 2005) , often as part of management development and succession planning programmes. While greater integration upstream can lead to greater integration downstream, there is no straightforward relationship between the levels. Third-order issues may operate in a manner relatively independent of those at higher orders.
Where there is a link, the nature of any transnational HR dimension may differ according to the type of upstream approaches. For instance, segmentation limits the attractiveness of global HR policies given that the technologies deployed and the occupational profile of each site differ markedly (Dedoussis 1995 ). Yet MNCs may use international management networking to promote the smooth exchange of components and knowledge across countries and thereby realise the synergies from segmentation. Such MNCs may also be vulnerable to disruption from local disputes (Marginson 1992) , and this risk may be reduced by establishing formal structures to ensure consistency in practice across borders. Amongst replicated MNCs, the incentives for managers to develop a transnational dimension differ from those in segmented firms (Edwards and Zhang 2008) . Since production routines are identical across countries, benefits derive from avoiding precedentsetting in situations where workforces, as well as managers, can more readily compare across borders. The extent of the transnational HR dimension may be shaped by whether MNCs tailor their products to national markets or standardize across them, with impetus being stronger amongst the latter.
This consideration of the different types of integration has two crucial implications. First, the benefits of integration should not be assumed; some MNCs achieve financial economies from having operationally independent international units and here there will be no tension between global and local influences because there is no attempt to exert global influence. Second, even amongst integrated firms, integration can take different forms with markedly different consequences. In particular, integration through segmentation limits the attraction of global HR policies; indeed, such MNCs exploit national differences rather than being constrained by them. This is not to say that global and local pressures are never in tension, but it demonstrates that such a tension is not universal. It follows that various forms of integration are associated with different patterns of differentiation.
Turning to differentiation, this concept complements integration in distinguishing between the functions performed across countries. The conventional view of MNCs was for sales and manufacturing operations to be established abroad whilst the full range of headquarters functions remained in the home country. With the progressive location of strategic functions outside the country of origin, often termed 'internationalization of the second degree' (Forsgren et al. 1992) , and the development of 'mandates' for foreign subsidiaries giving them responsibility for an aspect of the MNC's global operations (Birkinshaw and Hood 1998) , headquarters functions have also become geographically dispersed. This opens up multiple lines of differentiation within MNCs. Thus there can be differentiation between countries arising from MNCs' spatial decisions to locate particular functions according to characteristics such as costs, skills, forms of flexibility, etc. (Dedoussis 1995) .
This role of MNCs in consolidating differences between host systems inverts the logic of adaptation that is prominent in the literature (cf. Meardi and Tóth 2006) .
A key implication is that the company level is not the only relevant unit of analysis; an examination is also needed of the distinctive roles that subsidiaries play (e.g. Bouquet and Birkinshaw 2008; Jarillo and Martinez 1991; Luo 2005) . Where MNCs differentiate the roles of national units, subsidiaries are likely to differ in the extent to which they are the source of innovations that are spread across the company and in their capability to shape company policies. Case study evidence on 'reverse diffusion', whereby MNCs identify practices utilized in their foreign operations and subsequently transfer these to operations in other (including the home) countries, suggests that actors in subsidiaries are differentially placed to engage in this process as a result of institutional differences (Edwards and Ferner 2004; . Moreover, it is plausible that subsidiaries with high value added activities will exhibit quite different employment practices from those with low value added activities; the former are more likely to be recipients of significant resources for training, to be actively involved in decisions affecting their work through semi-autonomous teams, and to receive extensive information about developments within the company (e.g. Wilkinson et al. 2001 ).
The concurrent tendencies of greater integration and differentiation draw attention to how the strategies and practices of MNCs within national systems depend not only on which countries, types of practice or workforce groups are under consideration but also on the configuration of MNCs and subsidiary roles. Integration and differentiation are not opposites; there are many ways in which they interact and, crucially, in some instances greater integration implies greater differentiation, not less. This approach usefully draws attention to the variability in the strategies of MNCs; it acknowledges the range of constrained choices that actors face, taking us beyond the assumption of the universal tension between global and local pressures.
However, the choices that MNCs face in arriving at a configuration of integration and differentiation are influenced by their embeddedness in multiple national environments; there continue to be important national institutional influences and constraints on MNCs. A key one, referred to above, is the 'country of origin' effect (Ferner 1997) under which MNCs implement employment practices associated with their respective home countries, distinguishing them from one another according to their nationality. The weaker are the constraints imposed by the host system, the more clearly will national preferences of MNCs show through. For example, varying degrees of centralization of MNCs of different nationalities within a given host country have been observed (e.g. Child et al. 2001 ). Yet few studies have looked at the approach of MNCs of the same nationality across countries. The operations of MNCs in countries with more deregulated labour markets may exhibit clearer evidence of home country effects compared with those in more regulated countries. Thus there may be variability in the strength of country of origin effects across host countries.
We extend our understanding of the interactions between competing national influences in two further ways.
First, as noted above, country of origin effects are likely to be either accentuated or weakened by dominance effects: they are accentuated among MNCs from the current dominant system, leading to a particularly marked influence from the corporate HQs of US MNCs; in contrast, in MNCs from less dominant nations, senior managers may be keen to emulate the practices of firms from countries seen as successful, and country of origin effects are likely to be correspondingly muted. Second, the influence of the country of origin is contingent on howMNCs configure and structure themselves. In non-integrated MNCs in which sites are operationally independent, for instance, the scope for standardized HR policies set by the corporate centre is less than in integrated MNCs, particularly compared with those that are integrated through replication. In other words, the country of origin effect is filtered through MNCs' configuration and structure.
In sum, in this section we have established the concepts that promise to extend our understanding of how MNCs manage HR internationally. The VoC and global production networks approaches are ultimately insufficient for analysing employment practice in MNCs. We have built our own conceptual framework of integration and differentiation, taking us beyond the global-local tension by showing that they are interdependent, are not always opposite ends of a continuum, and operate at multiple levels. These factors frame the interactions between the strategies of MNCs and national institutional configurations; indeed it is these interactions between national institutions and global dynamics which make the study of MNCs so important.
The Four Host Countries
In comparative projects there is always an element of pragmatism in the research design. Thus the inclusion of the countries built from an existing research network and was crucially shaped by the capacity of potential national teams to secure the resources required, major considerations in a project of this magnitude and technical challenge. However, the grounds for including these four countries are not merely pragmatic.
Relative to their size, all four countries that feature in this study are the recipients, and sources, of large amounts of FDI (see Table 1 ). Thus all four are 'open' economies, making them appropriate locations in which to investigate MNCs and their employment practices. Table 1 More specifically, the four countries allow comparisons on the basis of both similarities and differences.
Comparisons can be made between countries within a 'most similar research design' in which the cases share many characteristics, sources of variation are reduced and differences can be attributed to distinctive features (Djelic 1998) . However, introducing greater degrees of differences into the research design by including more distinct countries can avoid the dangers of 'systematically bias(ing) research by favouring some forms of explanation at the expense of others' (Wailes 1999 (Wailes : 1024 . Our design allows us to balance these competing considerations and the degrees of similarity and difference between the four countries can be considered along three dimensions.
The first of these is economic dominance. As argued above, the concept of dominance rests on a notion that there is a hierarchy of nation states according to perceptions of their performance, with the nation perceived to be at the top of this hierarchy serving as the basis for practices that other firms emulate (Smith and Meiksins 1995) . A crucial factor in this respect, therefore, is the exposure of each country to the dominant national state of the past several decades, the US. All four countries are recipients of large amounts of American capital, but the US influence is more evident in some countries than in others. In particular, the deliberate strategy of the Irish state of attracting American MNCs, and the geographical position of Canada together with its insertion into a regional trading block with the US, mean that US-inspired dominance effects are likely to be particularly strong in these two countries. As Table 1 shows, over half of the stock of inward FDI is of US origin in these two countries. US MNCs have a strong influence in the UK as well, constituting a third of total inward investment, but FDI is of more varied origins; for example, Japanese MNCs established a significant presence, and attracted considerable attention, in the 1980s and 1990s. In Spain, American ideas and practices have become something of a de facto model for business and management only in the last two decades or so, partly through US MNCs but also through strongly US-influenced business schools. However, the weight of US MNCs is considerably lower than in the other three hosts; while there is some doubt concerning the proportion of FDI into Spain that originates in the US (see Table 1 ), it is probably in the range of 10-20%. In this sense, Spain and the UK exhibit similarities with Ireland and Canada but some subtle differences in the impact of dominance.
The second dimension along which there are similarities and differences is their national business systems.
The UK, Ireland and Canada all offer a predominantly Anglophone, 'liberal market' context. The countries are not identical in terms of their business systems, with some differences in terms of how 'liberal' they are. They occupy different positions on Hall and Gingerich's (2004) index of coordination, which assesses the institutions in each country and generates a composite, relative score indicating whether the country is closer to the liberal or coordinated end of the spectrum. With zero as the most liberal and one as the most coordinated, the UK is 0.07, Canada is 0.13 and Ireland is 0.29. Nevertheless, they are at broadly the liberal end of this index and thus exhibit notable similarities. Spain, in contrast, is seen as a type of 'coordinated market economy' by some -it has a coordination score of 0.57 in the index, for example -albeit one that is clearly distinct from highly coordinated systems such as Germany. Amable characterizes Spain as an example of 'Mediterranean' capitalism in which there is 'more employment protection and less social protection than the Continental European model ' (2003:15) . The contrast with the other three countries introduces greater degrees of difference into the research design. Ideally we would also have had a 'purer' version of a coordinated market economy within our research design, but this did not prove possible.
The third dimension is the industrial relations system. Here, the three Anglophone countries share similarities in that they have 'single channel' forms of employee representation, and unions have become significantly weaker in the last quarter of a century. Yet the institutional trajectories have also diverged in certain respects.
For instance, the legal position of unions in terms of seeking recognition from employers is not the same, and the extent of industrial relations institutions above the level of the firm, particularly multi-employer bargaining, varies, being strongest in Ireland through national-level concertation which from 1986 to 2009 delivered a series of agreements on wages policy and other matters 3 . Canada stands out from the UK and Ireland in the strength of the legal framework which underpins the system (Murray and Verge 1999; Thompson and Taras 2004) . Given these differences, the study will treat the three countries not as exemplars of a fixed liberal market system but as national systems with core similarities and variations on the theme (Crouch 2005).
Spain introduces a greater degree of variation, partly through the dual channel system of representation, characterized by the co-existence of trade unions and works councils, and by mandatory rights to consultation within firms, alongside collective bargaining (Martinez Lucio 1998). Indeed, the Spanish case differs from the others in the extent to which there is a web of legal regulations that ostensibly constrain MNCs' employment practices. Nevertheless, the degree of difference should not be over-estimated. As argued in previous studies (e.g. Quintanilla et al. 2008) , an idiosyncratic feature of the Spanish business system is its malleability, both in terms of openness to new managerial styles from abroad, and of the existence of considerable room for manoeuvre in the implementation of employment practices.
In sum, the four countries exhibit a mix of similarities and differences. Crucially, they all have substantial FDI and allow considerable scope for employer choice concerning their desired practices. However, differences are evident, such as subtly different dominance effects and rather more marked differences in institutional frameworks. Institutional differences show up in the distinctions between liberal market economies in three cases and a variant of the coordinated market economy in the other, the difference between single versus dual channels of representation, and in the legal basis of representation and consultation. Thus MNCs exercise choices in the face of different constraints and, therefore, we might expect them to exploit the latitude they have to different degrees and in different ways. This has implications for how the patterns of integration and differentiation interact with these national institutions.
The Research Design, Process and the Comparability of the National Surveys
The project sought to fill the gaps in our understanding of MNCs identified above. We set out to realize a coordinated set of parallel, nationally representative surveys of employment policies and practices in MNCs that would lend themselves to comparative analysis. Many of the team members had spent some years studying MNCs, and in several cases had collaborated across countries on various projects. The planning behind this project goes back to the early 2000s, yet despite the length of planning it has encountered more challenges than we anticipated. The issues described below are summarized in Appendix A.
Research Design
A number of features of the surveys were agreed at the outset. Crucially, each survey sought to be comprehensive in its coverage of the private sector and of the countries of origin of MNCs and, hence, to be representative of the wider population of MNC operations in that country. All the surveys focused on mediumand large-sized MNCs, defined in terms of common employment-size thresholds, with the unit of analysis being the national operation of the MNC and the respondent being a senior HR executive at this level of the company. In every survey an initial 'screening' check to verify the population was carried out prior to the main stage of the fieldwork. All the surveys used a structured questionnaire instrument, which had a particular focus on four aspects of employment policy and practice (pay and performance, training, employee involvement and employee representation) and distinguished between policies towards managerial employees and those towards the largest occupational group (LOG) of non-managerial employees. The surveys use some established questions and measures -such as those employed by the Workplace Employment Relations Surveys (WERS) in Britain and the Company Level Industrial Relations Surveys (CLIRS) in which some of the UK project team were involved (Marginson et al. 1993 ) -but also broke new ground in developing questions based on our extensive case study-based research into MNCs. These questions tackled such issues as the integration of production or service provision across borders and the level of discretion enjoyed by the national operations of MNCs.
Several additional aspects of the research are noteworthy. First, each survey initially established a population listing of all but the smallest MNCs. Medium-and large-sized MNCs were defined by employment size criteria, for foreign-owned MNCs of at least 500 employees worldwide and at least 100 in the host country, and for domestically-owned MNCs of at least 500 employees worldwide with at least 100 in one or more countries outside the country of origin. In order to compile a comprehensive listing, we investigated various sources of company information. We found that no single database adequately covered all MNCs. In the UK, for example, we began with two well-known databases and used our size criteria to generate two lists. While these lists produced similar numbers of firms, there were some that appeared on one listing but not on the other and vice versa. Moreover, some MNCs, such as those in financial services, did not appear on either. It quickly became apparent that there was going to be no substitute for using multiple listings and resolving discrepancies through labour-intensive cross-checking. Even when multiple listings had been reviewed, however, we still had reservations concerning their reliability. In many cases employment data were missing, and it was often not clear whether some of the companies were part of another firm or not. Thus all four teams carried out a 'screening' exercise to check crucial aspects of the listing. This was a time-consuming and expensive process, involving a combination of telephone interviews and web-based checks. Many companies 'screened out' at this stage because they were smaller than the initial listing had suggested, they were part of another 'ultimate controlling company', or they had closed down or moved. As we were unable to carry out a screening interview with every single firm, even after this process some uncertainty remained over the true size of the population. In the UK, where this was a notable problem, this led us to estimate an upper and lower bound for the population. The details of how the populations were constructed are set out in the first section of Appendix A. Second, the survey covers both foreign-owned and home-owned MNCs. Therefore, the level of the company at which the interview was conducted was not quite equivalent in the two types of firm: whereas it was the national subsidiary level (the HQ of the operations in the given country) in foreign MNCs, it was the global corporate HQ in domestic MNCs. The rationale for the inclusion of both was partly that the latter provided a benchmark of domestically owned firms against which the policies and practices of foreign MNCs could be judged, and also that the inclusion of domestic MNCs generated data of substantial interest in its own right.
However, this aspect of the design did mean that the questionnaire needed to be adapted for the questions to make sense, and for some issues this means that the data are not identical across both sets of firms. We draw attention to this where relevant.
Third, a key part of the planned data analysis was to explore differences between MNCs. One aspect of this was to analyse differences by nationality and we were anxious to contribute to and extend our understanding of this issue. Thus we considered stratifying the screened population listing to ensure that the companies surveyed contained sufficient numbers of firms from different national groups. Stratification could also make sure that we had adequate numbers of firms from the key sectors and different size groupings. In the UK, Canada and Spain the teams judged the population to be sufficiently large for it to be highly likely that the companies that took part in the survey contained reasonably high numbers in each of the categories. In Ireland, in contrast, the listing was stratified by ownership, size and sector (see the third section of Appendix A). Fourth, our research design placed importance on seeking information from an individual who was able to speak for the national operations in question. Thus we sought to carry out the survey with a senior HR respondent at the national HQ, asking questions about the nature of employment policies and practices in the country and about the structure and nature of the wider firm internationally. One challenge in this respect was that some MNCs do not have an operational HQ at national level. While there is almost always some sort of national HQ, in some cases it is very small, dealing only with tax issues for example, with major functions such as HR having no presence. The absence of an operational national HQ was more common in firms with several divisions in very different sectors and in those in which regional HQs have become more influential recently. The pragmatic solution was to seek a respondent at the largest division or site in those firms where there was no national HQ or no HR specialist. The second section of the Table in Appendix A demonstrates that the data relate to all of the operations in the country in between 80% and 95% of cases.
Fifth, the surveys relied on a single respondent per firm. Seeking two or more respondents in each firm to answer a lengthy questionnaire would inevitably have significantly increased the cost and adversely affected the response rate, something that was demonstrated in the experience of the second CLIRS, which was based on matched pairs of interviews with senior HR and finance executives (Marginson et al. 1993 ).
However, this can lead to the problem of common method variance (CMV) in which bias is introduced through key variables being derived from the same respondent (Chang et al. 2010 ). As Podsakoff et al. (2003) note, this is likely to be 'particularly problematic in those situations in which respondents are asked to provide retrospective accounts of their attitudes, perceptions and/or behaviors ' (2003:881) . We judge that CMV is unlikely to be a problem in this research, partly because the data were collected in two stages (with the variables derived both from the initial 'screener' interviews or checks and from the main stage) and partly because the scales and anchors differed across our key variables. Both of these factors are recommendations ensuring that the most knowledgeable and authoritative respondent was used; being sensitive to the information demands on the respondent; communicating in advance the kind of information we would require; and devoting considerable time to the wording of the items through exhaustive development and piloting of the questionnaire. In addition, we drew extensively on our own collective qualitative experience of interviewing such respondents in designing the questions.
Sixth, we were sensitive to the challenges of gathering accurate data about the national operations of MNCs which were in many cases large and varied. One aspect of this is variation in the pattern of control and practices according to workforce group. To ensure that we gathered meaningful data about particular groups of staff, as opposed to general statements about an entire workforce which inevitably would have masked considerable variation, we distinguished between managers and non-managerial employees and then within the latter we asked about the largest occupational group (LOG), making clear throughout the survey to which group each question referred. 4 We also faced the challenge of being sensitive to variation in practices between sites. We dealt with this partly by asking about the existence of policies across sites and on some issues by asking explicitly about variations in practice between sites.
Seventh, we needed to translate the questionnaire into two languages. The questionnaire was designed in English (the working language of the international research team) and subsequently translated into the home language of the survey country. These translations were carefully checked in order to assess the equivalence in meaning had not been distorted through language translation (cf. Brewster et al. 1996; Hult et al. 2008 ).
The Canadian team translated it into French with respondents able to choose which language they wanted to use. This was relatively straightforward as all of the team members are bilingual and are used to working with dual language research instruments. The translation into Spanish required rather more collaboration between national teams, with one of the UK team members, Anthony Ferner, who is fluent in Spanish, helping the team through this process and checking the equivalence of terms (see the seventh section of Appendix A).
Eighth, all of the surveys were carried out with guarantees of confidentiality to the participating firms. In all cases this included an assurance that nothing would get into the public domain that led to the firm being identified. However, confidentiality took on additional forms across the countries, with the UK data being supplied to the research team with an anonymous identifier instead of the company name in accordance with the code of conduct of the firm that was contracted to carry out the survey. This limits our ability to analyse how particular firms behave in different institutional contexts, although the restriction was relaxed in order to allow the research team to create a datafile (with access limited to two individuals) which contained an identifier on firms that participated in two, three or four of the surveys. This is an issue we return to below.
Process
The project relied on a comparative parallel design. The survey design and instrument in each country were created collaboratively. Equivalent questions were devised where necessary to allow the same phenomena to be explored whilst taking account of national context. This comparative parallel design, which is elaborated upon below, represents an alternative to integrated or post-hoc designs: integrated designs emphasize the collaborative development of near identical questions and thus tend to focus on structures and practices that lend themselves more readily to transnational comparison (e.g. the 'Cranet' project which now covers over 30 countries); post-hoc comparative designs attempt to align questions from similar national surveys at the point of data analysis (e.g. WERS in Britain and REPONSE in France), which constrains the scope of comparisons.
Our comparative parallel design is an innovative way of carrying out bottom-up yet coordinated comparative research and involved a high degree of collaboration and conceptual exchange in the co-construction of the questionnaire, a process which provided a way of integrating institutional variation into the conception of the instrument.
The surveys yielded a total of 1100 responses from MNCs operating in the UK (n=302), Ireland (n=260), Spain (n=330) and Canada (n=208). The response rates varied across the four surveys, from just over 14% to just over 50%. 5 The lower response rates were in the countries with the larger populations, meaning that the overall numbers of participating firms in each national survey did not vary as much as the response rates. In all the surveys the teams carried out checks of the representativeness of the responding firms in relation to the population according to the three criteria of nationality, size and sector available in the population listings.
In Canada and Ireland the profile of the responding firms was in line with the population. In Spain, larger and home-based MNCs were over-represented and weights were constructed to adjust for this. In the UK the firms taking part in the main survey were found to be mildly skewed towards manufacturing compared with those in the 'screening' stage. This was adjusted for through weighting the data. (See the eighth and ninth sections of Appendix A.) In the analysis the data are weighted when presenting descriptive findings (as in Appendix C) and left unweighted in the multivariate analysis reported in the papers that follow.
The survey instrument contains a set of questions, such as those relating to country of origin and size levels, which were phrased in exactly the same way in each survey. A further set of questions were almost identical but national teams added or reduced response options because of institutional differences, question saliency or variations in filters according to method of survey administration (see below). Thus, data transformation was required to produce equivalent data. A third set of questions were functionally equivalent in that questions were asked about the same issue, but because the institutions governing this activity varied across countries the question was adapted. For example, in exploring the influence of unions the survey instrument needed to reflect different national arrangements underpinning union presence within firms. Here again data transformations were required. A fourth set of questions were thematically equivalent; questions asked about the same phenomenon, but due to institutional differences the structures and practices examined were unique to each country. These questions provided valuable national contextual insights that expand upon some of the functionally equivalent and identical data. Considerations of functional equivalence and, for non-core questions, data availability in each national data set, mean that some transformed variables could be specified for two or three countries only rather than all four.
Given that the research involved a comparative parallel design, with many questions that were not identical, the task of integrating the datasets was not straightforward. Substantial and painstaking work was undertaken by an international working group that identified the identical and equivalent questions, produced a code book defining the SPSS transformations to be undertaken, and wrote syntax which converted the original national variables into new comparative variables. The process of integrating the national data into one comparative international dataset was centralized, to minimize error, with an expert located in the UK undertaking the merging process. Substantial cross-checking was carried out to ensure the integrity of the international data, with subject experts taking responsibility for each section. This had the advantage of checking data across countries rather than solely within countries. The checking process involved variable-by-variable checks between the merged and unmerged data.
Comparability
The resulting comparability of the surveys was high, but not complete. Below we detail three challenges in this regard.
a. Method of Survey Administration
One challenge in the research design concerned how to administer the questionnaire. Previous experience of surveys highlighted some advantages to using a personal interview, notably that it allows the use of a longer questionnaire since once respondents have agreed to an interview they tend to feel obliged to continue to the end. For similar reasons, they tend not to skip questions that are demanding or complex (McKnight et al. 2007 ). This was pursued in the three countries where it was feasible: the UK, Ireland and Spain. The exception was Canada where the huge geographical distances involved made face-to-face interviews prohibitively expensive. A choice of completing the questionnaire through a paper version or online was presented to respondents (see the fourth section of Appendix A). In the Canadian survey, it is possible to check whether the profile of companies responding was the same in each mode. Reassuringly, there were no significant differences by country of origin, sector or size in the companies that took part through the webbased questionnaire as opposed to the postal version. In addition, there is other research that confirms the measurement equivalence of internet-based and paper-and-pen modes of data collection (De Beuckelaer and Lievens 2009). Moreover, non-response to questions in the Canadian survey was not significantly higher than in the other three. Nonetheless, the difference between face-to-face administration in three countries and selfcompletion in the fourth remains.
b. Conduct of Interviews
For the three countries that used personal interviews as the mode of administration, an additional issue to resolve was who was to carry out these interviews. There are some advantages to contracting out the interviews to a professional survey firm, particularly the infrastructure to support large surveys that such firms possess and the use of Computer Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI). On the other hand, the use of survey firms is expensive and means the interviews are carried out by individuals with little expertise in the subject matter. There was variation on this issue: the UK team contracted the professional survey firm GfKNOP to carry out the survey using CAPI but were also closely involved in the process e.g. through interviewer briefings; in Spain the research team conducted the interviews themselves; and in Ireland there was a mix of professional interviewers and research team members carrying out the interviews (see the fifth section of Appendix A). In the latter case, checks have indicated that there were not systematic differences in relation to missing values or key variables between those companies where a professional interviewer carried out the data collection and those where a research team member did so. Including time dummies as a check in analysis undertaken in each of the papers revealed no significant timerelated differences.
Method of Comparative Analysis
In undertaking analysis on cross-national data two approaches are possible. The first is to carry out parallel analyses by partitioning the dataset by host country. This allows for comparisons to be made of differences in the overall significance of the models and of the coefficients on key variables. Under a regression analysis, for example, expectations about the impact of host country environments could be explored by examining differences in Beta coefficients and the variation accounted for, respectively capturing 'uniformity' and 'determination' effects. This is the approach taken in the small number of cross-national analyses of data from workplace surveys of employment relations such as those in Australia, Britain, France and Germany (e.g. Whitfield et al. 1994; Coutrot 1998; Schnabel et al. 2006 ). The second is a single analysis on the integrated data set including a dummy variable for survey country, which would pick up any differences in local institutional and legal environment. In effect, other right hand side variables besides country are constrained to have the same Beta coefficients. This is the approach taken in the majority of the studies that formed the Special Issue of ILRR on the international call center research (see Batt et al. 2009 ).
The former, parallel analysis, is more appropriate when examining national / local phenomena in MNCs across host countries, particularly where functionally equivalent variables are involved. Integrated analysis, on the other hand, is better suited to transnational structures, policies and practices. To better understand the relative advantages of the two approaches, a given issue can also be explored using both modes of comparative analysis. Indeed, this is the approach taken by van Jaarsveld et al. (2009) on the call center research; in analysing the effects of institutional and organizational characteristics on types of workforce flexibility in the US, Canada and the UK, they carry out both integrated analysis on the three-country dataset and separate analysis on each national dataset, with the latter allowing them to 'further examine within country differences ' (2009:582) .
One issue that integrated analysis highlights is the unit of analysis, the national operations of the multinational.
It was highly probable that some MNCs would appear in more than one national survey and we were conscious that the integrated dataset would contain information from two or more parts of the same parent firm in some cases. In explaining variation across firms, therefore, we faced the prospect of encountering constrained variation. In one respect this was not a problem: the primary focus was on policies and practices at national level and there is no reason why these should not vary across countries within the same firms; indeed, we know from case study research that they often do. However, constrained variation in an integrated analysis can affect the standard errors of regression estimates. We have investigated the scale of the problem, and found that 140 of the 1100 cases are affected (see Appendix B). At 13% of the dataset, this is not large but is not small enough to ignore and we have devised a strategy to address the issue, involving the creation of an identifier for such cases. This has enabled data analysis to be re-run omitting the relevant cases to establish whether findings are affected. The outcome of undertaking this procedure for each of the papers indicates that the removal of the duplicates makes little difference to the results reported. Overall significance and explanatory power are unchanged. The signs of Beta coefficients remain the same, and there are minor changes in magnitude for some coefficients only. In several instances standard errors increase slightly, which was anticipated given the reduction in the number of observations.
Key Findings
In this section we pick out five headline findings relating to the overarching themes of integration, differentiation and the interactions between MNCs and nation states. The summary is in part a descriptive analysis, with further details of the basic variables, frequencies and standard deviations available in Appendix C, but it also draws on the key findings from the multivariate analyses in the papers that follow.
First, levels of integration amongst MNCs are high when viewed in terms of each of the three levels identified above: first-order business strategy and configuration of the firm; second-order operating structures and procedures; and third order organization of the HR function. Starting with business strategy and configuration, standardization of products across markets is widespread. The main product is standardized, either globally or regionally in almost three-quarters of MNCs (73%), including 40% where it is standardized globally.
Conversely, the main product is adapted to national markets in only a quarter. Likewise segmentation of operations across countries, assessed through the extent of intra-firm linkages, is also widespread. 60% of operations act as a supplier of components or services to other parts of the worldwide company, including 14% where this accounted for all local output. Two-thirds (67%) of MNCs are supplied from elsewhere in the company. Almost half of national subsidiaries are integral elements of internationally networked production, both supplying to, and being supplied by, other parts of the worldwide company. In contrast, under a quarter (22%) of firms have operational linkages in neither direction. Consistent with this, asked about their worldwide diversification strategy, the vast majority of home-owned MNCs (92%) either produced a single or dominant product (23% and 17% respectively) or a number of related products (52%), all strategies which are based on the realization of synergies from operational linkages. Just 8% produced a number of unrelated products, which is the strategy most characteristic of the diversified conglomerates that seek financial economies from an internal capital market rather than synergies from operational integration.
Internationalization of product strategy and of the organization of production and market servicing across national operations is reflected in the prevalence of international structures of management organization amongst MNCs. The overwhelming majority (91%) of firms are variously structured along one or more of three main international axes: international product divisions (61%); regional structures (73%); and/or global business functions (67%). Matrix structures, combining at least two of these axes, characterize 68% of firms.
Although national subsidiaries remain reasonably widespread (63%), they are rarely the most important level of management organization: this was the case in just 8% of cases where there were international management structures. Firms without international structures below corporate headquarters tended to be smaller, were more likely to adapt products to national markets, and were more likely than firms with at least two international structures to supply no inputs to other parts of the MNC.
The high level of international integration of MNCs 'upstream', in terms of their business strategy and configuration and their internal management structures, is significant for the 'downstream' organization of particular business functions including HR (Boxall and Purcell 2011) . There is evidence of an 'international architecture' (Waechter et al. 2005 ) of HR in a substantial proportion of MNCs. The majority of firms (61%) have an international policy-making body in HR; bring their HR managers from different countries together systematically on at least an annual basis in meetings (56%); and have in place an international HR information system (55%).
Part of the international architecture of HR is the use of international monitoring of HR indicators by headquarters. Of the eight issues identified in questioning about monitoring of HR in national operations, two were systematically monitored in some three-quarters of firms (numbers employed, 77%; labour costs, 75%) and a further four in around one-half (managerial career progression, 59%; labour productivity, 49%; employee attitudes, 48%; staff turnover, 43%). The final two indicators (workforce diversity and absenteeism) were both monitored in just over a quarter. Just 5% of MNCs monitored none of these indicators. There was also evidence of an international approach to HR policy. Asked on a 1 to 5 scale whether they agreed with the statement that there is a worldwide philosophy concerning how employees should be managed, 60% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed. The proportion for an equivalent statement about a common philosophy at regional level was 42%. Taken together, respondents in three-quarters (74%) of MNCs indicated agreement or strong agreement with one or both statements.
Second, in their impact on HR and employment relations practices, the respective influences of these different, first-, second-and third-order levels of MNCs' international configuration on employment practices are partially nested within each other, rather than fully so. The impact of upstream configuration is directly evident in the uptake of different types of HR practice: P. Edwards et al. find that outcomes on motivation, opportunity and control practices for both LOG and managers are influenced by intra-firm linkages (specifically, the supply of inputs to other parts of the company). In addition, Lamare et al. report that such forward supply linkage is a significant predictor of 'double breasting' in union recognition arrangements (though not of union recognition practices per se). Yet when it comes to control and influence over employment practices and to transnational employment relations structures, the impact of upstream configuration would seem to be largely indirect. information and consultation practice towards them each come to the same broad finding. This is that the effect of first-and second-order variables -such as product standardization, supply of products or services to other subsidiaries and presence of international axes of management organization -on the employment practice in question is substantially dampened (and tends to lose significance) once third-order HR variables, covering international structures, monitoring and policy approach, are introduced. Partial nesting of third-order HR structures, control practices and policy approach within first-and second-order international configuration implies that the former is not fully determined by the latter; it operates according to a logic which is only partly connected to business strategy, operational configuration and internal structures of management organization.
Confirmation of this comes from the significant improvement in the explanatory power of the relevant models in each of the three papers associated with the inclusion of the international HR variables.
The variability of findings concerning the relationship between variables at different levels of integration raises the question of the circumstances under which each set have a direct influence, are indirectly influential, or have no influence on HR outcomes. Ongoing analysis of the dataset will address these issues but what is already clear is that the implications of the analyses in this issue are potentially far-reaching. Global HR managers may have more freedom of manoeuvre in the design of HR policy and practices and of international HR architecture than might be inferred from the analyses of writers such as Boxall and Purcell (2011) and Kochan et al. (1994) who emphasize the 'downstream' nature of HR/ER. HR outcomes do reflect higher-order integration strategies in the MNC to some extent, but not straightforwardly so and they have a relative autonomy. This is an important finding for MNC actors, both managers and employee representatives, who have an interest in understanding the constraints and possibilities for action and choice within which they operate.
Third, differentiation across countries in the ways in which subsidiaries are integrated into the worldwide company, and in the functions they perform, flows through into variations in employment practice.
For a given host country, a high proportion of subsidiaries supplying operations elsewhere in the MNC can be seen as indicating that the country concerned has a strategic role in inputting resources into the MNCs' worldwide production networks. Examining the patterns cross-nationally, there are some marked differences in the ways in which the four host environments are inserted into the international production networks of MNCs. Operations in Ireland, and to a slightly lesser extent the UK, are distinctive in being the most likely to supply to other parts of the worldwide company. For Ireland this includes a high proportion (almost 40%) in which all (as distinct from some) of their output goes elsewhere in the MNC, arguably reflecting the extent to which Ireland has become an export platform within the internationally networked production operations of non-European MNCs in particular. For the other three countries, the proportion which supply their entire output to other parts of the MNC is less than 10%: Spanish operations are the least likely to supply other parts of the worldwide company. Cross-country variation in the proportion of subsidiaries which are supplied from elsewhere in the MNCs is less marked. Data on the largest occupational group (LOG) throw further light on the functions performed by subsidiaries with differences being evident across the four host countries. The proportion of Canadian and, to a lesser extent, Irish subsidiaries where the LOG is production operatives is noticeably higher than elsewhere, while Spanish subsidiaries are distinctive in the comparatively high proportion where sales and customer service staff formed the LOG. For Canada and Spain, this relates to the contrasting extents to which subsidiaries are located in the production or service sectors, respectively.
The impact of these two dimensions of differentiation on employment practice is demonstrated by the findings of two of the papers. In their investigation of the take up of HRM practices associated with motivation, opportunity and control, respectively, P Edwards et al. find that whether subsidiaries supply other parts of the worldwide company has a positive and significant impact on the utilization of such practices for both the LOG and managerial employees, consistent with the idea that such subsidiaries have a more strategic role within the MNC. Concerning the nature of the LOG, T Edwards et al. find significant associations with the extent to which the HQ monitors HR outcomes (which they call 'output control'): compared to professional and technical employees, sales staff and administrative employees are more likely to be subject to monitoring of hard HR indicators, including headcount, costs and productivity, whilst production operatives are less likely to be subject to monitoring of soft HR indicators including employee attitudes and diversity. Differences in the degree of constraint exercised by host institutions are apparent between the three liberal market economies, as well as with Spain. Ferner et al. find that the policy control exerted by US MNCs over subsidiaries in Ireland and the UK is significantly less than that exercised over Canadian subsidiaries, attributable to the geographic proximity of the Canada to the US as well as to the greater similarity between the Canadian and US business systems. Lamare et al's analysis of union recognition finds substantial differences in the incidence of union recognition (certification), which is highest in Canada and lowest in the UK. They contend that the pattern is attributable to differences in institutional arrangements framing practice across the three countries. In similar vein, P Edwards et al find that unions appear to limit the use of opportunity and control HR practices in Canada, but that this is not the case for Ireland or the UK, In the case of Spain, there is a complex pattern. Ferner et al. show that although overall control of HR policy is as high in Spain as it is in Canada, the aggregate picture masks considerable variations between Spain and Canada on individual issues. For some, Canadian operations are subject to greater control, for others Spanish subsidiaries are more highly controlled. This seems to reflect the ambiguous nature of the Spanish business system. While it continues to have highly regulated areas where MNCs' options are constrained, it is at the same time a system that has undergone rapid economic transformation in which foreign investment has played an important role by providing models of innovative management practice. P Edwards et al. find evidence of greater adoption of motivation and control measures for managers in Spain, suggesting that these are groups more subject to the innovating influences of inward investment. Similarly, T Edwards et al. find a higher use of 'social control' mechanisms for the development of managers and 'high potentials' in Spain compared with other hosts. Again therefore, crude stereotypical depictions of business systems need to be qualified by sensitive attention to how specific issues and areas of activity are influenced by the complex structuring of a host business system.
The impact of host environments on employment practice also interacts differentially with any influence stemming from MNCs' country of origin. This is demonstrated by Ferner et al. in their disaggregated analysis of policy control in US and non-US-owned MNCs, respectively. For the US multinationals, there are clear differences in the extent of the policy control exercised according to host environment, as already indicated, but for multinationals headquartered in other countries there are no significant differences between host environments. The implication is that non-US MNCs do not experience these host environments as constraining of their preferred approach, whereas US-owned MNCs do.
Summary
This opening paper has explored the processes of integration and differentiation in relation to MNCs and the impact that these concurrent tendencies, and their complex interaction with national institutional influences, have on employment practice. It has elaborated a conceptual framework the potential of which has been demonstrated by reviewing a set of key findings from the surveys. In addition, it has set the scene for the analysis by establishing the key aspects of the four countries in terms of the importance of (FDI) and the similarities and differences between the systems of industrial relations and has outlined the key elements of the research design, charted the process of collecting data and discussed the comparability of the surveys.
What follows are five papers that pick up these themes. Together, they make a contribution to filling gaps in our understanding of how these key players in the global economy operate similarly or differently across borders. Hyman (2009:12) recently observed that 'comparative analysis is essential but perhaps impossible'. This paper also documents the main challenges confronting a cross-national project aimed at generating data for comparative analysis from a set of parallel, large-scale, nationally-based surveys. At each step, the approach of the teams involved has been to recognize the challenges and forge solutions which deal with them as best we can. Given constraints arising from differences in the available directory information on MNCs, resources available to the research teams, and pressures and priorities of funders across countries, pragmatic compromises had to be made at times. Documenting the process of undertaking such a comparative research project provides transparency as to how the four research teams set about realising 'the art of the [im]possible'. 
REPRESENTATIVENESS
Checks were carried out to ensure that the responding companies were representative of the population
Canada

Ireland Spain UK
Checks and action taken Profile of the responding firms is in line with the population Profile of the responding firms is in line with the population Initial over-representation of large US co's -corrected for during data collection process.
Outcome is that the profile of responding firms is in line with the population Concordance checks screener  database (response bias not detected); representativeness checks main response  screener under-representation of services  adjusted through weighting so that profile of responding firms is in line with the population
TIMING
The carrying out of the compilation of the population, screening of the population and carrying out of the fieldwork differed slightly from one country to the next 
